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ABSTRACT: Three new immigrant species of Spilanthes Jacq. (Asteraceae) is described for the 
first time from India.  Their current nomenclature and an artificial key for the identification of 
the 5 Indian species are provided.  The identity of the commonly used ‘tooth-ache’ plant is also 
discussed. 
 
The genus Spilanthes  Jacq. is traditionally 
divided into two sections mainly based on 
the nature of the head; sect. Spilanthes 
(=sect. Salivaria DC) having radiate heads 
and sect. Acmella  with discoid heads 
(Cassini, 1822, DeCandolle, 1839.  Moore, 
1907).  Recent studies by Jansen (1981) has 
revealed that this character alone does not 
hold good for the separation of the two.  He 
has brought to light several other correlated 
character differences among the two and has 
sought for the resurrection of Acmella Rich. 
as a distinct genus from Spillanthes  Jacq.  
The two can be distinguished as follows: 
 
Pappus of stiff awns’ achenes monomorphic, 
rhombic in cross-section with a massive, 
streamineous, cork-like margin at maturity; 
leaves sessile; heads discoid; corolla white 
to purplis white 
……………...…….Spilanthes. 
 
Pappus of soft bristles or lacking;  achenes 
dimorphic with the outer series 3 – angled 
and inner series 2 – angled in cross-section, 
without a massive cork –  like margin at 
maturity; leaves petiolate; heads usually 





The genus Spilanthes  (sensu stricto) has 
been revised by Jansen (1981) who has 
excluded it from India.  A world wide 
revisionary study of Acmella Rich. is being 
made by Jansen.  Pending the results, the 
authors have preferred to adopt the broader 
concept of the genus Spilanthes  Jacq. and 
have treated the species under this generic 
name. 
 
Spilanthes Jacq. (sensu lato) with 30 – 40 
species, mainly distributed along the New 
and Old world tropics is so far known to 
have only 2 species in India (Santapu and 
Henry 1976).  However, the authors 
collections from South India mainly from 
Kerala and Tamil Nadu have revealed that 
there are at least 5 species involved.   
Besides the native S. paniculata Wall ex. 
DC. and S. calva DC three immigrant 
species namely S. radicans Jacq.,  S. 
uliginosa Sw. and S. ciliata H. B. K. have Pages 169 - 173 
also been collected.  The latter three do not 
find any mention in any of the Indian Floras 
and are first reports for the Indian Sub 
continent.  Their current nomenclature, 
description and an artificial key for the 
identification of Indian species are provided.  
The specimens are deposited in the Calicut 
University Herbarium (CALI). 
 
Spilanthes radicans Jacq. Collect. Bot. 
Chem. Hist. Nat. 11 (3) : 1714. 1804; 
Schrad. in DC. Prodr. 5 : 624 : 1836.  S. 
ocymifolia (Lam.) A. H. Moore, Proc. Amer. 
Acad. Sci. 42 (20) : 531. 1907.    
 
Erect herbs; stem terete, minutely pubscent; 
leaves petiole 1 cm long, hairy; lamina 7 x 4 
cm., puberulous, ovate – acute, base obtuse, 
margin minutely serrate; heads 8 mm. 
across, white discoid, axillary, solitary; 
peduncle 4 – 7 cm long; receptacle glabrous; 
involucral bracts oblong, obtuse or subulate, 
subentire, 3 –  nerved from base, minutely 
hairy outside, chaffy; paleas 4 mm long, 
concave, boat –  shaped, glabrous, keeled 
along the back, oblong, acute or obtuse at 
tip, pappus of 2 subequal bristles, persistant; 
corolla tube 2 mm long, base bulbous with a 
short nect, expanded above, 4 –  5 lobed, 
lobes papillose, triangular –  ovate short 
spreading; tips of anthers slightly exerted; 
stigmatic lobes linear, curved; achenes 
dimorphic, marginal ones trigonous, others 
laterally compressed, flat, ellipsoide, 
obcordate, with wide sinus at the tip from 
which corolla springs, surface with regular 
longitudinal rows of minute rectangular 
cells, brownish; the  corky margins densly 
ciliate (Figs. 6 – 8). 
 
Note :   This species is very common in 
almost all types of habitat, ezpecially in arid 
areas along road –  sides and waste places 
and can easily be recognised by its erect 




Kerala : V. V. S. 35182 (Nilambur), 35180 
(Jeerakapara), 170 (Calicut)m P. M. 29186, 
33561, 33698 (Nilambur). 
 
S. uliginosa Sw. Nov. Gen. Pl. seu. Prod. 
Descr. Veg. Ind. Occ. : 110, 1780; DC. 
Prodr. 5: 264, 1836; Moore, Proc. Amer. 
Acad.  Arts Sci. 42 (20) : 537. 1907; S. 
iabadicensis  A. H. Moore, Prod. Amer. 
Acad. Arts Sci. 42 (20); 542, 1907; 
Grierson, Rev. Hands. Fl. Ceyl. 1: 221. 
1980. 
 
Erect or diffuse herb; stem glabrous, rooting 
at lower nodes; leaves 4 – 7 x 1 – 3 cm, 
ovate  –  acute  with often unequal obtuse 
base, margin irregularly serrate, hairy; 
petiole 1 –  1.5 cm; heads 5 mm across, 
usually in lax panicles, ovoid, rayes; 
pedicels 1.5 – 4 cm long; involucral bracts 
pubescent outside, ovate or oblong, obtuse 
or subacutefimbriate, basally veined; palea 2 
mm long, boat-shaped, keeled along the 
back, glabours, apex rounded, fimbriate. 
 
Ray florets: 4 – 6, female, corolla tube 2.5 
mm long, hairy, base bulbous, cylindric 
above, inflated towards the middle, limb 1.5 
x 1 mm, 3 – lobed, middle one larger than 
the laterals, style exerted, bilobed; stigma 
linear, recurved.  Disc florets : glaborus, 
corolla tube 2 mm long, base bulbous, 4 
lobed, lobes ovate – obtuse, papillose, 1 mm 
long, spreading or recurved; anthers no 
exerted; achenes 1.5 mm x 0.5 mm, 
dimorphic, marginal ones trigonous; central 
ones laterally compressed, margins ciliate, 
acheneal surface with regular rectangular 
cells longitudinally arranged; pappus 
unequal, reaching ¼ the length of the corolla 
tube in disc florets, pappus not seen in ray 
florets. (Figs. 9 – 13). Pages 169 - 173 
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Note : This species is collected from the 
moist fields of Paddy Breeding Station of 
Tamil Nadu Agricultural University where it 
grows as an off season weed.  It can be 
recognised from the next species by the 
smaller leaves and smaller panicled heads. 
 
Specimens examined : Tamil Nadu: V. V. S. 
35183 (Coimbatore). 
 
S. ciliata H. B. K. Nov. Gen. et. Sp. Pl. IV: 
621. 1836; Moore, Proc. Amer. Acad. Art. 
Sci. 42 (20): 538. 1907. 
 
Diffuse herbs, rooting at lower nodes; stem 
terete, glabrous; leaves 7 x 4 cm, ovate-
acute, based rounded, margin serrate, 
petioled; heads 1 cm across, axillary, usually 
solitary, rarely two to three in each axil, 
yellow, rayed, subglobose turning conical; 
peduncle 5 –  8 cm; involucral bracts 2  – 
seriate, shorter than rayflorets, inner series 
narrower and smaller 6 x 2 mm, elliptic – 
subacute, 3 –  nerved from base, margins 
narrowly winged, minutely pubescent; palea 
3 mm long, concave, boat shaped, obtuse or 
retuse at the expanded tip, keeled along the 
back, usually glabrous. 
 
Ray florets: 8 – 12 female, ligulate, corolla 
tube short, 1 mm long, limb 2.5 x 2 mm, 3 – 
lobed, lobes short, middle one slightly 
smaller than the laterals; pappus O; achenes 
trigonous, black, glabrous, strongly 
margined and  ciliate along the margins, 
surface lenticular.  Disc florets; many 
bisexual, pappus of 2 unequal bristles, 
almost half as long as corolla tube, corolla 
tube abruptly expanded from the middle, 
lobes much shorter than the tube; erect or 
spreading, densly papillose within, anther 
tips exerted from the tube, erect or 
spreading, densly papillose within, anther 
tips exerted from the tube; achenes 2 x 05 
mm, oblong, truncate at apex, 2 angled and 
laterally compressed, black, glabrous, 
strongly margined, ciliate along the margins, 
(Fig. 1 – 5). 
 
Note:  Mainly distributed in the Neotropics, 
this species is now fairly common in wet or 
marshy places in Kerala and can easily be 
recognised by the large yellow, rayed heads 
which are subsolitary in the axils of leaves 
and by its tufted diffuse growth habit. 
 
Specimens examined: VVS. 35181, PM. 
33323 (Nilambur). 
 
S. oleracea L. recorded under cultivation in 
India by Clarke (1876), Hooker (1881) and 
Moore (1907) has not been seen by the 
authors and hence excluded from the 
discussion.  The two native species of India 
S. paniculata Wall. ex. DC. and S. calva DC 
are not described here as they have already 
been described in some of the Indian Floras.  
The 5 species now known from India can be 




Achenes glabrous…….S. calva Achenes 
ciliate: 
 
Heads yellow, achenes without corky 
margins…..S. paniculata 
 





Heads 1 cm across, ray florets 8 – 12 ……S. 
ciliata 
 
Heads much smaller, ray florets 4 – 6 ….. S. 
uliginosa 
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Indian Floras and treatise on medicinal 
plants erroneously treat all the Indian 
materials under the binomial S. acmella 
Murr.,  However, the epithet ‘acmella’ has 
its rightful place in the genus, Blainvillea 
(Trimen, 1888; Koster & Philipson, 1950) 
and the correct name for this is S. paniculata 
wall ex. DC.  However, the materials treated 
under this name is often a mixture of several 
species.  This species, commonly known as 
the ‘tooth – ache’ plant is accredited with 
local anaesthetic action due to ‘spilanthol’ 
content in the flower heads (Chopra et al, 
1956).  The flower heads are pungent and 
are chewed to relieve tooth-ache.  In Kerala, 
S. ciliata, the most common species on the 
plains, is also used for this purpose.  In toher 
parts of the world, S. paniculata is used in 
various ways in treating rheumatism, 
constipation, scabies and psoriasis and is 
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